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EDITORIAL

Death—Our Final Journey to the Unknown

To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, 
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 
To the last syllable of recorded time; 
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle! 
Life’s but a walking shadow.   
—William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act V, Sc. V.

hen we continue to experience the 
world around us, accumulate things 

of pleasure for future use, make plans 
for a better tomorrow, and dream of a life with 
no misery—someone puts an end to all these 
endeavours that make up our life, and snatches 
us away to the realm of the unknown through 
a process full of pain and disease. We go to the 
realm of the unknown unplanned and yet we 
know with certainty beforehand that it will 
surely happen to each one of us on any day of 
our life. Still, we pretend to be ignorant of it and 
so, do not talk about it often and get terrified if 
someone mentions it even by chance. However, 
despite our wishful thinking and circumvention, 
we all end up in death, which is one of the exist-
ential realities of human life. 

The sage Yajnavalkya asks a pertinent ques-
tion to his disciple king Janaka about this last 
journey: ‘Your majesty, as one who wishes to go 
a long distance would procure a chariot or a ship, 
even so you have fully equipped your mind with 
so many secret names of Brahman. You have also 
studied the Vedas and heard the Upanishads. 
But do you know where you will go when you 
are released from this body?’ King Janaka replies: 
‘Venerable Sir, I do not know where I shall go.’ 
The teacher assures him: ‘Then I will tell you 
where you will go.’1 

Death and Dying

A distinction is to be made between dying and 
death. Death is the cessation of life, as we have 
understood, while dying is the process that leads 
to death, often referred to in the context of ter-
minal illness or old age. However, the whole life 
is a journey towards death, a certain state, be-
yond which lies the unknown realm. The fear of 
death is not due to death itself, but because of the 
process of dying that involves excruciating pain, 
mental suffering, and anxiety of the unknown. 
It is also due to our total ignorance of what lies 
beyond death. This fear is fundamentally caused 
by our awareness of the certainty of mortality in 
our life, to which we have clung dearly and firmly 
throughout our existence on this earth. 

The concept of abhiniveśa in Yoga Sutra of 
Patanjali appropriately suggests this clinging to 
mortal mundane life. Patanjali says: ‘Svarasa-
vāhī viduṣaḥ-api samārūḍhaḥ-abhiniveśaḥ; the 
firmly established inborn fear of annihilation 
found even among the learned is the affliction 
called abhiniveśa.’2 Vyasa, in his commentary on 
this aphorism, explains that every creature has 
this craving: ‘Let me never be non-existent; let 
me be alive.’ He also argues that the fear of death 
cannot arise in a person unless one has felt this 
earlier. This indicates the experience of death 
in previous births. This anxiety that gives rise 
to suffering is but spontaneous and universal, 
found in ordinary humans as well as learned. Vy-
asa’s proposal of the possibility of experiencing 
numerous instances of death in our previous 
births reinforces the idea that it is the process of 
dying which is the cause of death-fear in us, but 
not the actual death itself. 

W
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SPIRITUAL TALKS

‘Adhyātma Prasanga’: Spiritual 
Conversations with Swami Nirvanananda
Compiled and Edited by: Swami Purnatmananda

Translation from the Original Bengali: Kumari P Usha
(Continued from the previous issue)

Swami Nirvanananda speaks:
Thakur (Sri Ramakrishna) says: ‘God is 
the indweller. Pray to Him with simplicity 

and with a pure heart. He will grant you know-
ledge and understanding. Renounce your ego 
and surrender yourself to Him; you will gain 
everything.’ The essence of Thakur’s Love is self-
surrender. ‘Surrender! Surrender! Surrender!’, he 
would reiterate. God reveals Himself to one who 
surrenders to God in thought, word, and deed. 

God sees the inside of a person. He reveals 
Himself to one who calls on Him with a pure 
heart. Long time ago, there was a cook named 
Prabhakar in our Math. He had a very simple and 
pure heart. He was very happy doing Thakur’s 
work. With a pure heart, he would pray to Thakur 
for his vision, and Thakur would grant him his 
visions. Wonderful indeed! Whether you are a 
cook or whatever, if you call on Him with a pure 
heart, He will graciously reveal Himself to you. 
Only one who has surrendered to God, heart and 
soul, will receive His vision. A simple and pure 
heart is a prerequisite for obtaining God’s vision.

As the spirit of self-surrender increases, 
your attachment to sense-objects decreases 
proportionately. As the mind flows towards 
God, an individual’s spirit of dependence on Him 
increases, and in turn, one’s attraction towards the 
world and desire for enjoyment from the sense 

organs also decreases. This is the wonderful and 
unfailing characteristic of self-surrender! The only 
requirement is unflinching attraction towards 
God. Thakur says, there should be no hypocrisy, 
no theft in one’s innermost feelings; there must be 
simplicity of heart and dependence on God and 
God alone. Without simplicity of heart, one does 
not and cannot see Him. God reveals Himself 
only when there is complete self-surrender. 
Therefore, simplicity and self-surrender are the two 
necessary conditions for God-realisation.

Attachment to the world and longing for 
God cannot go together. The mind is one. If you 
give it to the world and get attached to it, how 
can you give the same mind to God? Maharaj 
(Swami Brahmananda) would say: ‘Now, 16 
annas part of the mind is being given to the 
world. If you give 2 annas of it to God and give 
14 to the world, you will see that your worldly 
activities get disturbed. Gradually increase it to 
4 and then give 8 annas of the mind to God. As 
your love for God increases, you develop taste 
for God and the mind naturally moves towards 
Him; activities of the world will gradually 
fall off. Then the whole mind rises to God-
consciousness. You need not forcefully detach 
your mind from the world. The mind detaches 
from the world on its own. The aim is to give the 
mind which is attached to the world to God.’
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Swami Vivekananda at Green Acre
Asim Chaudhuri

Green Acre Conference of 
July 1894 was the brainchild 
of Sarah Farmer (1847–1916), 

a descendent of a distinguished New 
England family, who inspired people 
to come to the Conference from many 
parts of the world. It was held in Eliot, 
Maine. She had a vision of Green Acre 
(an area in Eliot) as being a place where 
different philosophies and religions 
could find their own expressions. The 
Conference was an adventure in learn-
ing. Frank Sanborn, who was known 
to Swami Vivekananda and was an at-
tendee, later wrote: ‘Indeed the chief 
fault of Green Acre—if fault it can be 
termed—is that such richness of oppor-
tunity for growth is offered that one 
cannot find moments sufficient to partake of it 
all.’1 Sarah Farmer invited both Swami Viveka-
nanda and Dharmapala to the conference. Dhar-
mapala could not attend because he had already 
left for India, but Swamiji did.

This article describes Swamiji at the Confer-
ence in a nutshell, and introduces two photo-
graphs of him with others that have escaped his 
biographical album.

Green Acre Conference of 1894 

The Conference had started on July 3, 1894 
and was scheduled to finish on August 31. But 
Swamiji arrived there on July 26, and left prob-
ably on August 13. (Why did Swamiji write to 
Manmatha Bhattacharya in September that he 
had been to a place called Green Acre, and was 

there for two months is beyond comprehension.2 

He probably wanted to say how long the gath-
ering had lasted.) All that happened at Green 
Acre is documented elsewhere.3 The fanfare was 
there at Green Acre without a doubt, but the 
Conference didn’t go according to how Sarah 
Farmer had visualised it. Swamiji was under the 
impression that the Conference would be on 
comparative religions and philosophies, but ac-
cording to his letter of July 31 to the Hale sisters, 
the ‘queer gathering’ was nothing more than a 
Christian Scientists’ convention. This letter de-
scribed the experience he had at Green Acre. 
Swamiji’s name wasn’t on the speakers’ roster, 

 Swami Vivekananda with Sarah Farmer, M H Gulesian,  
and Edward Everett Hale. 

(Courtesy: Rosanne Adams, Eliot Baha’i Archives)
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A Visit to Swami Omkaranandaji
26 January 1973

Anandaprana, Bhaktiprana, Shraddhaprana, and Gouriprana 
of Vedanta Society of Southern California, Hollywood

e spent two hours and forty 
minutes with Swami Omkaranandaji. 

In spite of our attempts not to tire him, 
he insisted on our staying and he even served us 
prasad. He seemed like a grand lion. One could 
feel his inner strength and power, although he 
was not well. (He died a few months later.)

When we thanked him for permitting us to 
go inside the shrine-room of Thakur’s temple, he 
said: ‘You are members of the Ramakrishna Math. 
You are one of us. Why should you not enter?’

The interview was as follows:
Revered Omkaranandaji said: ‘I came to 

Kankurgachi in 1910 when I was a student. It was 
a small compound full of gardens, marshy lands, 
big mosquitoes, and a stinky smell. It was origin-
ally the garden of a Mohammedan. Ramchandra 
Datta, who was living in the neighbourhood at 
that time, was a Vaishnava by caste. He liked to sing 
songs in praise of the Lord. He would begin his 
kirtan around 10 p.m. and continue singing until 2 
or 3 in the morning. This disturbed the neighbours 
and they asked him if he could begin his singing 
in the early evening and finish it by 10 or 11 p.m. 
But the man was very pedantic, so he acquired this 
garden in order to pray to the Lord with his friends 
in his own way. It was very solitary. In the summer, 
everything was very dry and the roads were full of 
dust, and this place too was covered with mud.

‘There was one room dedicated to Sri 
Ramakrishna by Ramchandra Datta. I found the 
room paved with cement with a small marble 

altar. On the semi-circular marble was inscribed: 
“Om Namo Bhagavate Sri Ramakrishnaya”. I had 
heard about Sri Ramakrishna and was impressed. 
I wanted to see this place that had been blessed by 
Him. I found that the smell was so offensive that 
no human being could remain. I was sitting and 
trying to meditate. It was very quiet, except for 
the mosquitoes that were like big aeroplanes. One 
came and bit me. So, I went away. I didn’t return 
for nearly forty years. You see, the monks as well 
as the devotees of this place were against Swamiji 
(Swami Vivekananda), and we were greatly de-
voted to him. Even after I became a sadhu, I was 

Swami Omkarananda (1894–1973)

W
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osephine MacLeod, known to all as 
‘Tantine’, was a dear friend to Swami Viveka-
nanda and the Vedanta movement world-
wide. She passed away peacefully at the age 

of ninety on October 14, 1949 at the Vedanta 
Society of Southern California.

For nearly thirty years I have had in my pos-
session correspondence of my great-aunt, Katha-
rine Whitmarsh (Prasanna), regarding Tantine’s 
last days. Recently I sorted through these papers 
in an effort to bring to light any new information 
about Tantine that might be of interest.

As is well known, Tantine had a formidable 
personality and consequently tended to inspire 
strong feelings of devotion or antipathy. At 
the end of her life, her closest blood relatives 
were the two living children of her sister Betty 
Leggett: Alberta Sturges Montagu and Frances 
(France) Leggett. But Alberta, though full of af-
fection for her eccentric aunt, lived far away in 
England. And France, though geographically 
close, was emotionally distant from Tantine.

And so it was that Prasanna came to be the 
principal caregiver and protector of Tantine in 
the last few months of the elderly woman’s life. 
Though they were but distant relations, their mu-
tual devotion to Vivekananda and the Vedanta 
movement had brought them close together.

Prasanna told me that on one occasion—
most likely in 1947—she and France were dis-
cussing Tantine, who in her advanced years had 
become delusional and erratic. At that time, 

The Last Days of  
Josephine MacLeod
Karl Whitmarsh

France was thinking of putting Tantine in a rest 
home. France said: ‘I can’t deal with Tantine 
any longer—you get along with her, why don’t 
you look after her.’ To which Prasanna simply 
replied: ‘Yes, I would do just that.’

Knowing that Tantine was very fond of Swami 
Prabhavananda, Prasanna got in touch with him. 
The Swami offered to let Tantine come and live 
at the Vedanta Society of Southern California, 
an offer which she readily accepted. Tantine had 
visited the Hollywood center many times before.

Tantine did not move to Hollywood immedi-
ately. But when the day finally came, she insisted 
on traveling alone on the long train ride from 
New York to California. Many of her family 
and friends came to the station to see them off. 
Prasanna told me of an amusing incident that 
occurred as the train was about to depart. Tan-
tine had a cousin, Spence Burton, who was an 
Anglican bishop. She had known him all his 
life. Spence brought her luggage to the train, 

J

 Tantine and Prasanna in Westport
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religion will remain always powerful 
as long as it can transform the lives of 

people and change their outlook.’1 
These words were spoken by Swami Ritajananda, 
a Ramakrishna Order monk who headed the 
Vedanta centre in France for 33 years. Paul Hou-
rihan, one of Swami’s first American students, 
experienced this transforming power through the 
teachings and spiritual practices of Vedanta. Paul 
was also my spiritual teacher and later on in his 
life, my husband. Although a non-believer at one 
time, Paul Hourihan became a teacher, mystic, 
and author who dedicated himself to spiritual life. 

Paul, as an aspiring young writer living in 
New York City, was a non-conformist leading 
an atheistic and bohemian life. His ambition was 
to write the Great American Novel. In his early 
thirties, dissatisfied, not having fulfilled his am-
bition, he sensed his way of life was leading him 
in a downward spiral. The need to change was 
crucial if he was to have any semblance of peace 
and fulfilment. And so began his spiritual search. 

He explored all the major religions and also 
New Age and other movements such as The-
osophy, Christian Science, and Swedenborg. 
His desire was so intense that he couldn’t pass 
a church without going inside to partake of the 
holy atmosphere. 

His studies included the Upanishads and 
the Bhagavad Gita. He had heard the name of 
Ramakrishna mentioned in other books. In the 
basement library of the Theosophy building, 
he came across The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna. 
In one week, he finished reading this book that 
would alter his life, and prime him for what 

The Transforming Power of Vedanta
Anna Hourihan

was to come. But, even after all his research, he 
knew that nothing short of a personal revelation 
would convince him of God’s existence. 

One day Paul contacted the east-side Vedanta 
centre of New York for information on its activ-
ities. When he arrived a little late to his first class, 
the words that greeted him were ‘and there are 
some who have actually seen God, experienced the 
reality of God.’ These words, which made a lasting 
impression, were spoken by Swami Ritajananda, 
his future guru. 

Shortly after this, he had a profound mys-
tical experience. Spiritual development be-
came his goal, eclipsing his literary ambitions. 
It was Swami Brahmananda, Sri Ramakrishna’s 
spiritual son, who had made the astonishing 

A

Dr Paul Hourihan (1922–2001)
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Gadadhar Abhyudaya Prakalpa (GAP)—
Religious Harmony in Practice
Brahmachari Bhaveshachaitanya

YUVA BHARATA (Youth Forum)

Introduction
here have been many religious and 

philosophical forums all over the world so 
far, which have theoretically presented the 

idea of religious harmony in front of humanity. 
It is an ideal that is to be executed everywhere for 
the peaceful co-existence of all religious deno-
minations. Wars and dissensions create only 
disharmony destroying the oneness of human 
exis tence. Now the question automatically 
arises: Is there not any organisation in the world 
that can bring all the divergences within a single 
enclosure justifying India’s perennial wisdom—
‘Vasudhaiva kutumbakam’; the whole world is a 
common family? When we are to deal with such 
a question, we are left with no other option but 
to look at Ramakrishna Mission and its ideo-
logical approach.

A New Utilitarian Endeavour

It is well-known today that Ramakrishna Mis-
sion has been offering multifarious service activ-
ities to people without any distinction of caste, 
creed, colour, religion, and the like. In this ven-
ture, the Mission has been marching ahead with 
all humility. One of the modern endeavours 
of the Mission is a project named Gadadhar 
Abhyu daya Prakalpa—a project for the holistic 
development of underprivileged children in 
India, aiming especially at their mental, physical, 
and intellectual growth. Right from the com-
mencement of the project on the occasion of 

Swami Vivekananda’s 150th birth anniversary in 
the year 2010, it has attained huge success as well 
as appreciation from all corners of society. Even 
now, its increasing demand shows its unpara-
lleled popularity. The functional guidelines and 
day-to-day activities of the project are aimed to 
teach the students to develop a sense of religious 
harmony in a silent but expressive way.

A Brief Narrative of the Project

Children aged about 5 to 12 are selected from the 
downtrodden section of society or city slums in-
discriminately from all denominations through 
the process of a door-to-door survey. The project 
is operated through the division into units (each 
unit comprising 50 children) in different parts 
of India by various branch centres of the Rama-
krishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission. The 
regular day-to-day round of the project includes 
coaching on school subjects, partaking of nutri-
tious food, games and sports, singing, and the 
like. In the course of performing all this, the chil-
dren, though belonging to different strata, come 
to a close cordial association with one another 
rising beyond all diversities of religions and 
castes. Not only that, the project also maintains 
a record of the medical report and three types 
of growth—mental, physical, and intellectual—
of the children without making the slightest dis-
tinction among them. In this way, cultural unity 
and national integrity are evoked among the chil-
dren through a harmonious approach. Presently, 

T
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GLIMPSES OF HUMAN VALUES – 3

The Old Pious Lady
Swami Japananda

Translated from Hindi by Swami Videhatmananda 

During his wanderings, the san-
nyasin had come down from the Dal-
housie-Chamba mountains. On the 

outskirts of Pathankot city of Punjab, there was 
a small Shiva temple. The place was very beauti-
ful. There was a pond, which, being the source of 
a spring, flowed like a small river. It was the rainy 
season. So, the water was running in profusion 
and the charm of beautiful vegetation and its 
greenery all around was captivating.

Adjacent to the Shiva temple, there was a 
small cell. According to the advice of the priest 
of the temple, the sannyasin was put up in that 
cell. However, during the night, he got such a 
high fever that it kept him fainted all through 
the night. The next day also, he remained in the 
same condition till about four o’clock in the 
evening. The priest was a gentleman belonging to 
a hilly region. He too was suffering from malarial 
fever and was lying helpless. 

An old Punjabi lady, after attending the priest, 
came to know from him that a sannyasin had 
come. So she came into the cell to see and salute 
him. Seeing the sannyasin lying there, she thought 
that he was in deep sleep. But it was evening; 
so the lady considered it prudent to wake him 
up. She began to call him repeatedly: ‘Holy Sir, 
it is evening, how much more will you take rest?’ 
Listening to this, the sannyasin came to his senses 
and understood that he had been unconscious 
for a long time. On knowing this, the old mother 
cried: ‘Alas! alas! Had I not come here by God’s 
will, you might have remained hungry lying in 

fever! This malaria is very bad. People are down 
with fever in almost every house in the city. I will 
just bring some milk; after drinking the hot milk, 
your senses may return; and it will be good.’ 

The sannyasin tried to get up and sit, but 
the fever had weakened him so much that he 
could not get up. The motherly lady, with great 
affection, helped him to sit. She brought some 
drinking water and went to fetch milk from the 
market. The market was at some distance. When 
she brought the milk, her son also accompanied 
her. She began to instruct him: ‘If somebody is in 
such a condition, it is our dharma, duty, to serve 
him. Come early in the morning and after seeing 
his condition, give him milk. I will come later. 
Also, ask him if he wants to eat some khichdi 
[hotchpotch made of rice, lentils, pulses, and 
so on] or bread. I will bring them and feed him. 
Come in the evening too, and take care of him.’

The fever continued for several days, but this 
goddess-like mother rendered her service to the 
sannyasin in every possible way and did not let 
him face any difficulty. When the local presi-
dent of the Arya Samaj came suddenly and saw 
this situation, he immediately called for his car 
and took the sannyasin to the community home. 
He made special arrangements for his service 
and with great care, got him treated by a doc-
tor. This went on for about two months. The 
old motherly lady came there also regularly with 
milk for the sannyasin.

This is a fine example of noble human virtues.
*****
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